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LIFE AFTER WARMING | DEC. 31, 2019 


Global Apathy Toward the Fires in Australia Is a 
Scary Portent for the Future 


By David Wallace-Wells 





A helicopter carries water as it flies near the town of Bilpin, located west of Sydney in New South Wales, Australia, on Sunday, Dec. 29, 
2019. Photo: Bloomberg/Bloomberg via Getty Images 


Right now, on the outskirts of a hyper modern first world megapolis, at the end of a year in 


which the public seemed finally to wake up to the dramatic threat from global warming, a 
climate disaster of unimaginable horror has been unfolding for almost two full months, and 
the rest of the world is hardly paying attention. 


The New South Wales fires have been burning since September, destroying fifteen million 


acres (or more than two thousand square miles) and remain almost entirely uncontrolled by 
the volunteer firefighting forces deployed to stop them; on November 12, greater Sydney 
declared an unprecedented “catastrophic” fire warning. That was six weeks ago, and the blazes 
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are almost certain to continue burning through the end of next month, the soonest real rain 
might arrive. They may last longer still, of course, aided in part by record-breaking heat waves 
that are simultaneously punishing the country (technically an entire continent, Australia as a 
whole averaged more than 100 Fahrenheit earlier this month) and devastating marine life in 





the surrounding ocean. “On land, Australia's rising heat is “apocalyptic,” the Straits-Times of 


Singapore wrote. “In the ocean, it's even worse.” 


Already, smoke has enveloped the city of Sydney in air at least ten times as thick with smoke 
as is considered safe to breathe, setting off indoor fire alarms and suspending the city's ferry 
service, since the boats couldn't navigate the smog. The city of Melbourne, more than 500 
miles away, has been choked by smoke, as well, and the glaciers all the way in New Zealand 
have changed color because of the fires, too. An early report that koalas were made 
“functionally extinct” turned out to have been erroneous, but a more recent report suggests 
that, due to the bushfires, 480 million animals have died. And because plants contain carbon 





which is released when burned, when the New South Wales fires finally do burn out, they 
almost certainly will have doubled Australia's national carbon emissions for the year — or 


more. 


You could pick almost any day from the last two months and be horrified by the images of that 
day's burning. But on the eve of the new year, something about the random sampling that's 
shown up in my social media feed seems especially harrowing. 


Evacuation on the beach at +thbatemansbay Wabcnews 
pic.twitter.com/qZz0JcOKz1 


— Alastair Prior (Oalastairprior) December 31, 2019 


The crew from Fire and Rescue NSW Station 509 Wyoming 
recorded this video showing the moment their truck was 
overrun by the bushfire burning South of Nowra. The crew 
was forced to shelter in their truck as the fire front passed 
through. +NSWFires *ProtectThelrreplaceable 
pic.twitter.com/Hb0yVrefi9 


— Fire and Rescue NSW (SOFRNSW) December 31, 2019 
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This remarkable photo was taken in daytime in Victoria, 
Australia. 


Allison Marion takes her sons, wearing masks, out in a boat 
on the lake to stay safe from the bushfires. ++Mallacoota 
https://t.co/qwW1mtiLnIR pic.twitter.com/ro4pMxPwMp 


— Ed Hawkins (Oed_hawkins) December 31, 2019 


10:30am update from Dad at the wharf in Mallacoota - “fire 
front not far away” *+Mallacoota *+bushfirecrisis 
pic.twitter.com/MvgeiZqujM 


— bluesfestblues (Obluesfestblues) December 30, 2019 


Images like these are already disconcertingly familiar, especially from the California wildfires 
of 2017 and 2018. But the response to what's transpired in Australia — again, over a period 
that has stretched into months — is unfamiliar, to me at least, and not in a good way. Those 
California fires transfixed the world's attention, but while the ones still burning uncontrolled 
in Australia have gotten some media attention outside the country, in general they have been 
treated as a scary, but not apocalyptic, local news story. 


What accounts for the difference? There are all the usual factors — the desire to look away, to 
avoid contemplating the scariest aspects of contemporary life or what they portend for our 
future, the shortsightedness of the media, reluctant to cover climate disasters, at least as 





climate disasters, and the forces of denial now seemingly embodied as much by Australian 





prime minister Scott Morrison (who was elected on a campaign pitched against climate action 
and who blithely took a long holiday in Hawaii while his country burned) as they are by 


Donald Trump or Jair Bolsonaro. 


But two additional explanations suggest themselves to me, neither at all encouraging. The 
first is that the duration of this climate horror has allowed us to normalize it even while it 
continues to unfold — continues to torture, and brutalize, and terrify. The Camp Fire in 
Paradise, California did almost all of its damage in just four hours, and the short duration 
may have been as important to our collective horror as the speed. Perhaps if it had lasted 
longer, even burning with equal ferocity, we would nevertheless simply have gotten used to it 
as the white noise of catastrophe all around us, as impossible as that may seem to imagine, 
given the scale of suffering involved. 
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This hypothesis is especially concerning, of course, given the way that climate change will 
inevitably extend these sorts of horrors in the decades ahead. Today, there are categories of 
natural disasters, like droughts, we understand can last for months, or even years, and though 
they should demand our attention, rarely do. Already, we have added to that category 
disasters like the flooding that walloped the Midwest this spring — lasting many months in 
some places, preventing American farmers from planting crops on 19 million acres. But 
wrapping your head around flooding as an enduring, months-long disaster is one thing, 
however unthinkable it might have been to the average American five or ten years ago. 
Coming to see the wildfire season as a permanent threat is another terrifying adjustment, 
though Californians are now doing precisely that. But regarding the fires themselves — which 





can travel 60 miles per hour or more, creating their own weather systems that project 





lightning strikes miles away from the blaze, causing more fire — not as a sudden catastrophe 
but a semi-permanent condition strikes me as another level of normalization entirely. And yet 


here we are. 


The second explanation is perhaps even more distressing. If you had told me, even six months 
ago, that a climate disaster like this one would strike a place like Australia, 1 probably would 
not have expected global wall to wall media coverage — seeing these Sydney opera house 
against an eerie backdrop of orange smoke makes for spectacular footage, but it's perhaps less 
ripe fodder for social media than watching the Kardashians evacuate the valley by Instagram 
story — but I would have expected a lot more than this. That's not because of high-minded 
faith in the media, or public interest in harrowing stories like these. It's for a more sinister 
reason: for decades now, in the U.S. and Western Europe, we have paid much, much more 
attention to even small-scale suffering by the force of natural disaster when it strikes parts of 
the wealthy west than we ever muster for those suffering already so dramatically from climate 
change in Asia and especially in the global south. 


That set of prejudices is a moral outrage, and an especially concerning feature of the global 
response to climate change, which is already punishing the developing world in ways almost 
no one in the wealthy west would consider conscionable — if they let themselves see it. But it 
has also proven maddeningly stubborn, and 1 would have expected the same prejudices would 
bind the sympathy and empathy of millions across the U.S. and Europe to the plight of a 
mostly white, English-speaking “First World” former colony like Australia, however far away, 


in the face of disaster. 
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The global response to the bushfires has suggested, unfortunately, something more like the 
opposite: that no bind of tribal alliance or allegiance is strong enough that we won't discard it, 
if discarding it allows us to see the suffering of those living elsewhere on the planet as 
insignificant to our own lives. These fires are just one disaster, of course, and the planet has 


many test cases like it ahead. But it would be among the most perverse grotesqueries of 
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8:31 P.M. THE NATIONAL INTEREST 
Trump: “Get Rid of the Ballots ... There Won't Be a Transfer” 01 Power 


By JONATHAN CHAIT 





Trump, once again, did not commit to accepting the election results, and suggested 
throwing out mail ballots to ensure a “continuation” of power. 


8:12 P.M. ELECTRIC VEHICLES 
California to Ban Sales 0f New Gas-Powered Cars in 2035 
By MATT STIEB 





Governor Newsonts office estimates the rule will cut the state's greenhouse gas 
emissions by 35 percent and nitrogen oxide emissions by 80 percent. 


6:17 P.M. SUPREME COURT 
Trump Says Supreme Court Needs 9 Justices for Potential Election Dispute 
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By MATT STIEB 


Meanwhile, Republicans at the state and national level are reportedly gaming out ways 
to dispute the election. 





MOST POPULAR 


1. Trump's Closing Message to Seniors: 1 Don't Care 1í You Die 
By ERIC LEVITZ 


2. New State Polls Show Biden Landslide and Narrow Trump Win Are Both Possible 


By ED KILGORE 


3. Report: Trump, a Giant Racist, Said Jews Are “Only in It for Themselves” 
By JONATHAN CHAIT 


4. Republican Report Suggests Hunter Biden, Donald Trump Both Untit for Office 


By JONATHAN CHAIT 


5. Trump Says Reporters Covering Protests Deserve to Be Attacked 
By JONATHAN CHAIT 


4:39 P.M. THE NATIONAL INTEREST 


Republican Report Suggests Hunter Biden, Donald Trump Both Unfit for 
Office 


By JONATHAN CHAIT 





The one person who comes out of the Ukraine scandal looking good? Joe Biden. 


3:59 P.M. 
Not exactly hiding his intentions here 


Trump tells reporters he wants a replacement for RBG quickly as he believes 2020 election will end up 
going to SCOTUS: “Yes, | think it's very important. | think this will end up in the Supreme Court and | think 
¡it's very important that we have nine justices.” 


—(CAcosta 


3:47 P.M. VISION 2020 
A Nightmarish End to the 2020 Elections Is Becoming All Too Plausible 
By ED KILGORE 


Barton Gellman lays out in great detail how Trump might use chaos to steal a second term, or at least 
create a constitutional crisis. 
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2:41 P.M. POWER 
Only One Officer Was Charged in Breonna Taylor's Killing 
By BRIDGET READ 


Brett Hankison has been charged with wanton endangerment, but the other two officers will face no 
charges. 


2:19 P.M. 
The message that results might take a while is sinking in 


63% of likely voters say they don't think we will know the winner of the presidential election on election 
night via new Quinnipiac poll. That includes 64% of Republicans, 64% of Democrats and 60% of 
independents. 


—Oryanstruyk 


2:01 P.M. 
An aggressive move on fossil fuels from California 
Reuters: California will ban the sale of new gasoline powered passenger cars and trucks starting in 2035 


in a dramatic move to shift to electric vehicles and reduce greenhouse gas emissions, Governor Gavin 
Newsom said on Wednesday.https://t.co/llloSIGLTG 


—GORover829 


1:24 P.M. 
After months of protests in Louisville and around the country 


LOUISVILLE, Ky. (AP) - Grand jury indicts 1 officer on criminal charges 6 months after Breonna Taylor 
fatally shot by police in Kentucky. 


—GOkylegriffin1 


1:06 P.M. THE NATIONAL INTEREST 
Report: Trump, a Giant Racist, Said Jews Are “Only in It for Themselves' 
By JONATHAN CHAIT 


The president continues to provide evidence of his massive racism. 


12:59 P.M. 
This might have something to do with trying to win Florida 


Just in: The Trump admin announces US citizens visiting Cuba will no longer be able to buy cigars, rum or 
stay in Cuban government owned hotels. 


—CCNN_Oppmann 


https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2019/12/new-south-wales-fires-in-australia-the-worlds-response.html 7112 


23/9/2020 New South Wales Fires In Australia: The World's Response 


11:55 A.M. 
Some tense moments between Fauci and Covid downplayer Rand Paul this morning 
Fauci aggressively pushes back at Rand Paul's continued narrative that NYC's infection rate is < 1% due 


to herd immunity. Fauci notes that if he thinks 22% of the pop. constitutes herd immunity, “he's alone”. 
Fauci instead points to mask wearing € social distancing as factors. 


—Cbiannagolodryga 


11:48 A.M. CONGRESS 
Stopgap Spending Deal Ends Government Shutdown Threat 
By ED KILGORE 


Pelosi gave in on farm aid Trump is distributing in exchange for some concessions, relegating spending 
disputes to a lame-duck session. 


10:31 A.M. COVID-19 

Johnson é: Johnson's Single-Shot COVID-19 Vaccine Moves to Final Trial 
Stage 

By BENJAMIN HART 


The company says it could determine whether the dose is effective by the end of this year. 


8:24 A.M. 
The latest COVID-19 vaccine to enter the final stage of trials is easier to store and administer 


The first coronavirus vaccine that aims to protect people with a single shot has entered the final stages 
of testing in the United States in an international trial that will recruit up to 60,000 participants. 


The experimental vaccine being developed by pharmaceutical giant Johnson €: Johnson is the fourth 
vaccine to enter the large, Phase 3 trials in the United States that will determine whether they are 
effective and safe. Paul Stoffels, chief scientific officer of J£-J, predicted that there may be enough data 
to have results by the end of the year and said the company plans to manufacture 1 billion doses next 
year. 


Three other vaccine candidates have a head start, with U.S. trials that began earlier in the summer, but 
the vaccine being developed by Janssen Pharmaceutical Companies, a division of J8.J, has several 
advantages that could make it logistically easier to administer and distribute if it is proved safe and 
effective. 


The company is initially testing a single dose, whereas the other vaccines being tested in the United 
States require a return visit and second shot three to four weeks after the first one to trigger a 
protective immune response. The J£J vaccine can also be stored in liquid form at refrigerator 
temperatures for three months, whereas two of the front-runner candidates must be frozen or kept at 
ultracold temperatures for long-term storage. 
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—Washington Post 


8:19 A.M. 
Trump*s reported disdain for the military moved Cindy McCain from offering kind words about 
Biden during the DNC to actually endorsing him 


Cindy McCain endorsed Democratic nominee Joe Biden for president on Tuesday. 


“My husband John lived by a code: country first,” McCain tweeted. “We are Republicans, yes, but 
Americans foremost. There's only one candidate in this race who stands up for our values as a nation, 
and that is OJoeBiden.” 


Her announcement came a few hours after Biden said McCain would be endorsing him during a virtual 
fundraiser. Biden said at the event that the widow of Republican Sen. John McCain decided to support 
him following a damning report by The Atlantic that said President Donald Trump had called fallen war 
veterans “suckers.” 


“Maybe | shouldn't say it, but l'm about to go on one of these Zooms with John McCain's wife, who is, first 
time ever, is endorsing me because of what he talks about with my son and John's who are heroes, who 
served their country, you know he said they're losers, they're suckers,” Biden said according to a pool 
report of the event. 


Cindy McCain endorses Biden 


—Politico 


7:00 A.M. QANON 
QAnon Is Madness. But Believing In It Can Be Rational. 
By ERIC LEVITZ 


For those who lack the resources to understand or influence political reality, conspiracy theories are 
more useful than the truth. 


9/22/2020 THE NATIONAL INTEREST 

Trump Says Reporters Covering Protests Deserve to Be Attacked 
By JONATHAN CHAIT 

“They threw him aside like a bag of popcorn.”” 


9/22/2020 CORONAVIRUS 

Pentagon Spent Most of Its CARES Act Cash on Jet Parts and Uniforms: 
Report 

By MATT STIEB 


Over $400 million in taxpayer money intended to be spent on masks, ventilators, and swabs ultimately 
went to military equipment. 
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9/22/2020 VISION 2020 
Pennsylvania Becomes Ground Zero For Election Lawsuits 
By ED KILGORE 


One key struggle is over a court ruling that determined that “naked ballots” mailed without special 
envelopes will not be counted in November. 


9/22/2020 FLORIDA 
Bloomberg Helps Pay Fines oí 32,000 Florida Ex-Felons So They Can Vote 
By MATT STIEB 


The billionaire helped raise $16 million to pay fees of ex-felons so they can register to vote — despite a 
GOP-led law that functions as a poll tax. 


9/22/2020 
The Trump administration has deliberately undermined the census 


A new Commerce Dept OIG report concludes: 
“|. The decision to accelerate the Census schedule was not made by the Census Bureau. 
ll. The accelerated schedule increases the risks to obtaining a complete and accurate 2020 Census.” 


(This is what a politicized census looks like.) 


—COjbendery 


9/22/2020 CORONAVIRUS STIMULUS 
Will Distractions Kill COVID-19 Stimulus Talks Until After the Election? 
By ED KILGORE 


Now there's a bitter Supreme Court confirmation fight and a possible government shutdown dividing 
the parties and distracting their leaders. 


9/22/2020 GAMES 
Sports Pulled Off a Miracle in 2020. Now What About 2021? 
By WILL LEITCH 


The pandemic isn't going anywhere, but leagues can't afford another season with no fans. 


9/22/2020 THE NATIONAL INTEREST 
Senate Republicans Approve Trump Court Nominee Sight Unseen 
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By JONATHAN CHAIT 


It's the world's greatest deliberative body! 


9/22/2020 POLL POSITION 

New State Polls Show Biden Landslide and Narrow Trump Win Are Both 
Possible 

By ED KILGORE 


Biden's national lead is steady, but a shift of a few points in either direction could produce a big shift in 
Electoral votes. 


9/22/2020 
But he's still going to be asked about this at every debate 
Joe Biden on expanding Supreme Court: “It's a legitimate question, but let me tell you why I'm not going 


answer. Because it will shift the focus...Let's say | answer that question, then the whole debate's gonna 
be about what Biden said or didn't say.” https://t.co/vMbV97IpF4 pic.twitter.com/IXm630Ju4c 


—(Omviser 


9/22/2020 


Ifthe McConnell Rule Is Dead, Court-Packing Is Permitted 
By ERIC LEVITZ 


9/22/2020 
How COVID-19 could come home for the holidays 


New guidance from the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention for the upcoming holiday 
season warns that hosts and attendees at holiday celebrations will need to take steps to limit the risk of 
contracting and spreading the novel coronavirus. ... 


Instead of communal, potluck-style food, hosts can ask attendees to bring their own, the CDC said. 
Cutting down on shared items by having one person serve, and getting single-use plates and 
condiments, are also recommended, according to the CDC. 


Traditional celebrations like Halloween trick-or-treating, large indoor Día de los Muertos gatherings, 
crowded Thanksgiving parades and Black Friday shopping sprees could spread the virus and should be 
avoided, according to the guidance. The CDC recommends alternatives such as virtual Halloween 
costume contests, holding a small dinner for household members and shopping online. 


CDC Recommends Changes to Holiday Celebrations to Curb Virus 


—Bloomberg 


9/22/2020 VISION 2020 
Trump's Closing Message to Seniors: 1 Don't Care If You Die 
By ERIC LEVITZ 
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“It affects elderly people,” Trump said of COVID. “It affects virtually nobody” 
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